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Audience: Administrators, technol-
ogy coordinators, technology inte-
gration specialists, technology fa-
cilitators, teacher educators, library 
media specialists, teachers

Standards: NETS•T V; NETS•A I 
(http://www.iste.org/standards/)

This article is the first in a series of conversations with

ISTE executives about leadership. Leslie Conery focuses 

on the varied ways ISTE helps promote leadership 

within the field of educational technology.

Shifts in technology have always been an 

important consideration for educators. In 

fact, if we defi ne technology as any kind of tool 

students use to facilitate learning, the migra-

tion from slates to fountain pens to pencils 

can be seen as major technological classroom 

innovation. The advent of the personal com-

puter in the 1980s, however, created the need 

for a new kind of leadership, leadership cen-

tered in the understanding of the potential of 

computing technology and the extent to which 

it could or should change how teachers teach 

and how students learn. 

fact, if we defi ne technology as any kind of tool 

for a new kind of leadership, leadership cen-
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To a large extent, the growing use 
of computer technology throughout 
society has been a major impetus for 
the increased integration of comput-
ers in schools, as there is a grow-
ing expectation that one must have 
achieved a level of technological fl u-
ency in order to function effectively 
in society. As now-retired administra-
tor Ronald Costello noted in a No-
vember 1997 T.H.E. Journal article, 
the question is no longer whether stu-
dents will use technology, but wheth-
er educators want to have any impact 
on how students use it. If educators 
do not take a leadership role in imple-
menting educational technology, oth-
ers will do so, and the end result will 
not necessarily be in the best interests 
of students or education. 

Because the manner in which tech-
nology is implemented is more im-
portant than any intrinsic character-
istic of the technology itself, effective 
implementation requires leaders who 
are skilled in developing technologi-
cal solutions to identifi ed educational 
problems and then building theoreti-
cal, political, and fi nancial structures 
to ensure the solutions’ success. The 
problem, however, is that promoting 
and developing educational technol-
ogy leadership is not exactly high on 
the priority list of many schools or 
school districts, and with increasing 
fi nancial pressure on the education 
system from cutbacks, opportunities 
for professional development have be-
come scarce for many educators. For 
this reason, professional associations 
such as ISTE are taking on more and 

more of the responsibility for creating 
the vision for educational technology 
and nurturing the leadership required 
to achieve that vision. 

This is the fi rst of three interviews 
with ISTE leaders looking at various 
levels of educational technology lead-
ership and leadership development at 
ISTE. This fi rst interview with Dep-
uty CEO Dr. Leslie Conery examines 
the need for educational technology 
leadership and looks at various ways 
ISTE fulfi lls this need. In the May 
2004 issue of L&L, CEO Dr. Don 
Knezek focuses on U.S. policy, legis-
lation, and advocacy. In September 
2004, Board President Dr. Jan Van 
Dam shares her thoughts on the im-
portance of volunteer leadership.

Leslie has served in various capaci-
ties for ISTE since 1985, currently 
as executive management overseeing 
the operations of ISTE’s Eugene, 
Oregon, offi ces. Like many educa-
tional technology leaders, her experi-
ence is solidly grounded in classroom 
realities and includes teaching at the 
elementary, high school, and uni-
versity levels. Leslie also served as a 
member of the Leadership Team for 
the National Educational Technology 
Standards (NETS) project, a member 
of the Leadership Team for Technol-
ogy Standards for School Administra-
tors (TSSA), and a member of the 
National Staff Development Council 
Online Learning Task Force. Cur-
rently she is an ISTE representative to 
the team supporting the development 
of the U.S. National Educational 
Technology Plan. 

Q&A

L&L: How do you personally defi ne 
leadership?

Leslie: For me, leadership is the abil-
ity to convey a shared vision, to get 
people on board with that vision and 
moving in the same direction. Leaders 
do not coerce. They make the vision 
so compelling that you want to go 
with them. 

L&L: Do you believe the fi eld of edu-
cational technology requires special 
qualities from its leaders?

Leslie: I think educational technology 
requires a real penchant for looking at 
things from multiple perspectives and 
helping people do that. When we talk 
about what educational technology 
can do in schools in terms of learning, 
I think we really have to help people 
understand what it is we are talking 
about and guide people through a 
process of seeing things more sys-
temically. For instance, with ISTE we 
know that to be really effective about 
our organizational vision we need to 
be out there working with other or-
ganizations. It is really important that 
we work with the reading, math, lan-
guage arts, and social studies groups; 
the principals’ associations; and 
teacher organizations such as NEA 
and AFT. It is communication, but 
it is also thinking clearly about coali-
tions and what kind of things need to 
happen to get to the end goal.

L&L: Do you see Ed Tech leaders as 
mavericks?

Leaders … make the vision so compelling that you 
want to go with them.
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Leslie: You can be a maverick and be 
an educational technology leader, but 
also I think there is a core value and 
an understanding about teaching and 
learning and then seeing what tech-
nology can do that is not maverickish. 
We know where we want kids to be, 
we know what is possible for kids to 
be able to do, we can see where the 
world is going and what’s happening, 
and so helping people understand this 
and helping them see how technology 
can work is really somewhat main-
stream despite the fact that there are 
some pressures against it.

L&L: Do you think the current gen-
eration of Ed Tech leaders is trans-
forming the education system or just 
fi nding different ways to do the same 
things?

Leslie: Are the Ed Tech leaders trans-
forming the entire system? They 
are trying, but the system is so en-
trenched and is such a monolith that 
making change is incredibly diffi cult. 
One group of people is not able to 
change the basic structure of educa-
tion and start over from scratch. 

Are we effective at changing the 
entire model? No, but are people 
understanding what needs to be done 
and trying every way that they can 
to make that happen? I think so. I 
sure hear a lot of conversations ask-
ing where the leverage points or the 
tipping points are, where we can 
change things, where the spots are 
that we can shake up the system as a 
whole and do things that make radi-
cal change.

L&L: Are we running the risk of 
burning out our current Ed Tech 
leaders or is there more concern with 
developing the next generation?

Leslie: My primary concern is that 
there isn’t a new group of people 

coming in to assume the mantle. We 
have to be very careful to identify 
people who have shown leadership 
skills but have not yet had a chance to 
play them out. We have to be fi gur-
ing out how to grow leaders, to get 
them to our conference and onto our 
committees. Not everyone is cut out 
to be a leader, not everyone has those 
skills, but unless you start fi lling the 
pipeline, this whole cohort of folks is 
just going to get older and older and 
then there is not going to be anybody 
to take their places.

L&L: Do you see ISTE as fulfi lling 
a role that is currently not being met 
for its members in terms of profes-
sional and leadership development?

Leslie: Yes. In terms of their profes-
sional development, I don’t know of 
any other organization that focuses 
on leadership. When we share infor-
mation and when we do things at 
ISTE, the emphasis is on concepts 
and structures and why you would 
do something. NETS are standards, 
but they are also a superstructure as 
opposed to going out and teaching 
how to use a specifi c product. For ex-
ample, I don’t know of any other or-
ganization that is bringing technology 
coordinators together to help move 
the fi eld forward as a whole. There are 
other organizations that do bits and 
pieces of it, but I think that we fi ll a 
need that is just not otherwise being 
met. What ISTE does is help people 
understand the why and give exam-
ples of things being used in context.

For example, ISTE has been orga-
nizing meetings with teachers within 
school districts to focus on what hap-
pens in the classroom to support the 
integration of technology into the 
curriculum. At these meetings, we 
are specifi cally addressing what kind 
of leadership is needed at all levels in 

schools to ensure that the technol-
ogy is used effectively by teachers and 
students in support of learning. We 
are also bringing together numerous 
other educational organizations that, 
while they are not centrally focused 
on educational technology, work with 
this technology and share our concern 
for supporting teachers. Our goal 
with these meetings is to fi nd ways we 
can work together to support teach-
ing and learning. 

We also try to provide a great deal 
of practical, relevant information to 
our members through our publica-
tions and periodicals. If you look at 
just three of our periodicals—Learn-
ing & Leading with Technology, the 
Journal of Research on Technology in 
Education, and the Journal of Comput-
ing in Teacher Education, for exam-
ple—you can see that we try to pro-
vide valuable information on research, 
implementations for the classroom, 
program planning and evaluation, 
and best practices. Our goal for our 
publications, as for ISTE as a whole, 
is to meet as many of the needs of our 
diverse membership as possible.

L&L: How important is it for leaders 
in this fi eld to develop a professional 
network?

Leslie: It is critical and certainly not 
unique in educational technology. 
The diffi culty depends on where you 
sit and what kind of leader you are. 
For the people who are leaders in 
the classroom, it is diffi cult to build 
that strong network, because folks in 
the classroom are less able to move 
around in space and time. They are 
constrained by the need to be in the 
classroom working with the kids, and 
so although telecommunications and 
the ability to do online collaboration 
are there, I think it is harder. 

There is also often a sense of isola-
tion, because the other people they 
are most likely to fi nd affi nity with 
might well be outside their class-
room or outside their buildings. If 

The main leadership focus now is understanding what 
it takes to get something done, how to have a vision 
and the steps it takes to get there.
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you can build a network within your 
school, then I think you are fi ne, 
but I think there are still not enough 
people in any given school. This is 
also exacerbated by what is happen-
ing economically, because the money 
that helps people attend professional 
development within their district or 
their region and certainly at the state 
and national level has dried up. This 
is exactly the kind of place where you 
could go to be among people who 
share the same vision and build a net-
work and be regenerated to go back 
and be the lone voice or one of two 
voices in your own building. 

L&L : What would you say is the 
most important benefi t educators 
receive for belonging to a professional 
association such as ISTE?

Leslie: Probably the number one 
thing people get as a benefi t of mem-
bership is being part of a group shar-
ing similar interests and goals. Being 
part of a community increases your 
access to information, be it print or 
verbal, formal or informal. It also 
reduces the sense of isolation many 
educators experience. When you be-
long to a community, you know that 
other people out there share the same 
challenges. 

L&L: Do you think the needs of your 
members have changed over the years 
and if so, how has ISTE changed to 
meet those needs?

Leslie: Absolutely. In the very begin-
ning the need was for fl at-out infor-
mation, just “how does this work?” 
or “how do I do this or that?” It has 
moved toward a need for leadership. 
It is not just about educational tech-
nology. The main leadership focus 
now is understanding what it takes to 

get something done, how to have a vi-
sion and the steps it takes to get there. 

What ISTE needs to do now is not 
only meet the professional needs of 
teachers in the classroom and people 
who are doing the jobs, but also be 
thinking about how to move the fi eld 
forward, how to provide the leader-
ship, and how to galvanize the people 
in leadership or potential leadership 
positions. The goal is to do this sys-
temically, to kind of wrap the arms 
around everyone who is part of this 
community and say “Okay, how can 
we move the fi eld forward?”

L&L: It seems to me that what you 
are saying here is that advocacy is 
an aspect of leadership. In terms of 
ISTE’s role in educational technology 
leadership, you refer to it as moving 
the agenda forward. Do you think 
that taking on this role required, not 
just a certain kind of focus, but a cer-
tain shift in leadership modes as well?

Leslie: Yes, the need to do advocacy 
caused a major upheaval in the or-
ganization and led to our adding a 
Washington, D.C., offi ce. Our CEO, 
Don Knezek, now resides on the 
East Coast in an offi ce with three 
other people. I think this is a major 
change. There has also been a shift 
in how people spend their time. As 
CEO, Don is highly visible. He tries 
to be at all the important places. He 
is constantly moving. This is a differ-
ent kind of a leadership too, because 
when he is out there, he is sharing the 
ISTE vision and what we want to do 
as an organization.

L&L: Have there been bumpy parts 
along the road in making this transi-
tion to a more advocacy-focused 
organization?

Leslie: There are constant challenges 
in meeting the needs of individual 
members and thinking like a mem-
bership organization. We can help 
our members by helping them on 
Monday. We can also help our mem-
bers by making the climate and the 
understanding about educational 
technology different, by making 
money fl ow, by helping the people at 
the federal government understand 
the value of educational technology 
and educational technology programs 
and the importance of things like the 
E-rate. Those things don’t happen 
quickly, and they don’t help a third-
grade teacher on Monday, but they 
do make the whole system run and 
move forward. The challenge, the 
thing we constantly have to ask our-
selves is, “are we balancing this right?”

L&L: In terms of your personal de-
velopment as a leader, what do you 
think has been the most diffi cult but 
also the most useful thing you have 
learned?

Leslie: To take yourself out of the 
equation and to be able to focus on 
what you are trying to achieve. It is 
sometimes diffi cult to understand 
that it is not about what people think 
about me or what I am trying to say, 
it is not about people disagreeing 
with me, or whether people will like 
me or my behavior. It is about where 
we need to go, how we are going to 
get there, what things I can do to get 
us there. 

Chris Stephenson is a doctoral 
student in the Teaching Lead-
ership Program at Oregon State 
University’s New School of 
Education. She is currently the 
chair of the ISTE/ACM Com-
puter Science and Information 

Technology Symposium and of the ACM K–12 
Education Task Force. She has also served for 
many years as the computer science review chair 
for the National Educational Computing Con-
ference and as a member of the editorial board 
of the Journal of Computer Science Education. 
Chris has published numerous articles on com-
puter science and educational technology and 
has co-authored several high school textbooks.

For the people who are leaders in the classroom, it is 
diffi cult to build that strong network, because folks in 
the classroom are less able to move around in space 
and time.
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